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Conducting experiments on cultural 
aspects of document design: Why and how?
HANS HOEKEN and HUBERT KORZILIUS
A b s tr a c t
In  order to an sw er th e  qu estio n  w h e th er it is w ise  to  a d a p t a  d o c u m e n t to  
th e  cu ltu re  it  is to  be u se d  in, one can co n d u c t an e x p e r im e n t w ith  ‘c u ltu ra l 
d iffe r e n c e ’ a s one o f  th e  m a in  variables. In  th is  a rtic le , w e d iscuss  three  
p ro b le m s  th a t researchers en co u n te r  w hen co n d u c tin g  such  exp er im en ts . 
F irst, em p lo y in g  ‘n a tio n a li ty ’ to  o p era tio n a lize  c u ltu ra l d iffe ren ces  leads to  
in te rp re ta tio n  p ro b le m s  w hen  d iffe ren ces in responses occurs. C u ltu res d i f ­
f e r  f r o m  each o th e r  on a large n u m b e r  o f  d im ensions. E a ch  d im ension  
c o n s titu te s  an a lte rn a tiv e  exp la n a tio n  f o r  a n y  d iffe ren ce  in response be­
tw een  m e m b e rs  fr o m  d if fe re n t cultures. S econd , it is d if fic u lt to  co n s tru c t  
d o c u m e n ts  a n d  m e a su rem en t in s tru m en ts  th a t are eq u iva len t in a ll  cu ltures  
in c lu d ed  in a  survey. T he  question  is w h e th er  d o cu m en ts  can h ave  equ iva ­
len t m ean ings, a n d  w h e th er q u estionna ires  m ea su re  th e  sa m e  co n cep t in 
tw o  or m ore  cultures. Third, m e m b e rs  o f  certa in  cu ltu res are re lu c ta n t to  
use th e  ends o f  ra tin g  scales, w hereas m e m b e rs  o f  o th e r  cu ltu res use them  
fr e e ly . F or each o f  these  pro b lem s , w e p re s e n t so lu tions.
K eyw ords: c u ltu ra l d ifferences, d o c u m e n t design , exp er im en t, ‘e x tr e m ity  o f  
resp o n se ’ p ro b lem , C hina, U n ited  S ta te s , p ro d u c t d o cu m en ta tio n
Introduction
Virtually every handbook on marketing states that companies have to 
grow in order to attain long-term stability. A company that is very suc­
cessful on its home m arket may have to export its business to other 
countries to generate more business. Whether it will be successful in 
these other countries depends on several factors: the extent to which 
its products provide value for money compared to its competitors, the 
efficiency with which the company can distribute its product, and the
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quality of its communication efforts. We are especially interested in this 
last factor.
Communicating effectively is difficult enough when a company oper­
ates in its home m arket, but when operating in another country it be­
comes even more difficult because cultural differences may inhibit 
smooth and effective communication. Most studies about problems in 
intercultural communication have focused on problems in interpersonal 
communication. However, in the next section, we argue that problems 
arising as a result of cultural differences in document design are im por­
tant as well.
In this article, we do not present an empirical study on cultural differ­
ences in document design. Instead, we present an overview of the prob­
lems one encounters when conducting such studies. O f course, m ethod­
ological problems in studying cultural differences have received attention 
by other scholars (see, e.g., Brown and Sechrest, 1980; van de Vijver 
and Leung, 1997, 2000), but none of these scholars focuses on the spe­
cific problems that arise when conducting experiments including the use 
of documents. We try to bring together both the problems and solutions 
in one article. We illustrate these problems and solutions by referring to 
studies that have been conducted on cultural differences in document de­
sign.
Why study cultural differences in document design?
Research on issues in intercultural communication has focused mainly 
on interpersonal communication (see, e.g., Lustig and Koester, 1999; 
Scollon and Scollon, 1995; Wiseman and Koester, 1993). This interest 
may be generated by the direct feedback people get when things go 
wrong in interpersonal communication; their conversation partner may 
look puzzled, start to laugh, or feel insulted as a result of a seemingly 
inoffensive remark. Producers of advertisements and manuals lack such 
direct feedback.1 Only when their mistakes become too apparent, do 
they end up in David Ricks’s collection of blunders in international busi­
ness (Ricks, 1999).
The success of a company depends partly on the quality of its docu­
ments. This is, for example, true for the product manuals a company 
provides to help a consumer to use the product as efficiently as possible. 
When a user get frustrated because the manual lacks quality, he or she 
may become dissatisfied with the product. Studies in the US (Schriver, 
1997) and the Netherlands (Jansen and Balijon, 2002) have shown that 
consumers are willing to pay more for a product when it is accompanied 
by high-quality documentation. Furthermore, these same studies show 
that people are more inclined to buy another product by the same com­
pany after a favorable experience with a product’s documentation.
A company’s success also depends on the quality of its marketing 
communication. Such communication is designed to inform consumers 
about the availability and attributes of a company’s products, to create 
a positive attitude toward the product and toward the company, and to 
convince consumers to buy the product. Several studies have shown that, 
in order to attain these goals, it is im portant to adapt these communica­
tions to the culture the expressions of communication are aimed at (see 
e. g., De Mooij, 1998).
Fiske, Kitayama, M arkus and Nesbitt (1998) note that cultural differ­
ences can be studied and described in a number of ways. A successful 
approach has been to classify cultures according to differences in their 
value hierarchies (see for a review, Smith and Schwartz, 1997). W hat is 
considered to be an im portant value in one culture (e. g., status), might 
be considered relatively unim portant in another. Based on results from 
one of the largest of these studies, Hofstede (1984) claims that such dif­
ferences in value hierarchies form the core of cultural differences.
The fact that cultural differences reside in differences in value hierar­
chies will have im portant repercussions for the effectiveness of marketing 
communication, as values are an essential element in the persuasion pro­
cess. One way to convince consumers to buy a company’s products is to 
argue that the product is of a superior quality. To that end, an advertise­
ment or direct mail should convince consumers that the product’s attri­
butes provide them with im portant benefits. The relation between a pro­
duct’s attributes and benefits is called a means-end-value chain (Reyn­
olds and Gutman, 1988). The product’s attributes are the means that 
enable the user to attain certain benefits (=  the ends). The extent to 
which users appreciate these benefits depends on their values.
Companies that try to sell their products using a product’s attributes 
as an argument should reflect on the relative importance of values in a 
culture. Take, for instance, the values of safety and status, and a com­
pany that produces an expensive car that distinguishes itself from its 
competitors on these two attributes. First, the car is safer than most of 
its competitors. Second, its high price signals the high social status of 
the owners. Marketing communication often has difficulty enough get­
ting one point across, let alone two. Therefore, the company has to de­
cide whether to stress the car’s safety or status. The former strategy is 
probably more effective in a culture in which safety is considered more 
im portant than status, whereas the latter strategy may be more effective 
in a culture in which the hierarchical order of these values is reversed.
Apart from promoting a product by stressing its attributes, companies 
try to gain a competitive advantage using communication differently, 
namely linking their brand to a certain value. One reason for this strat­
egy may be that the product does not distinguish itself in any other
Experiments on cultural aspects o f  document design 287
288 Hans Hoeken and Hubert Korzilius
aspect from its competitors; another reason may be that consumers are 
unwilling (or unable) to undertake the effort of evaluating a product’s 
attributes and benefits. Most people have difficulty distinguishing one 
brand of cigarettes from another when they are ignorant of the cigarette 
brand they are smoking. That is, the cigarette brands do not differ much 
from one another with respect to their functional qualities. To distin­
guish themselves from their competitors, companies try to add an extra 
value to their brand through communication. For instance, some compa­
nies try to build a strong association between their brand and adventure. 
Others add the value of being part of the jet set, whereas still others 
try to attach the value of independence to their brand. Given that the 
importance of values differs from one culture to another, adding a cer­
tain value to one’s product may be more successful in one culture than 
in the other.
Research on cultural differences in document design
Cultural differences can be relevant to all types of documents. Studies 
have documented cultural differences in the design of such diverse docu­
ments as memos and letters (Bell, Dillon and Becker, 1995), teaching 
contracts (Stevens, 2000), risk information (Sauer, 1996), direct mail let­
ters (Graves, 1997) and business writing in general (Tebeaux, 1999). 
However, the majority of studies on cultural differences in document 
design assess the influence of culture on the design of advertisements.
Most of the latter studies are content-analytic in nature. The research­
ers collect a large number of advertisements that have been published 
in different countries, and they analyze these ads with respect to the 
information they contain, the strategy used (hard sell or soft sell), the 
type of values that are appealed to, and the kind of images that are 
used. Although the quality of these studies is sometimes questionable 
(see Harris and Attour, 2000, for a discussion), there are clear indications 
that cultural differences in advertising strategies exist. In a carefully con­
ducted meta-analysis of 59 content-analytic studies, Abernethy and 
Franke (1996) conclude that cultural differences affect the am ount of 
information included in advertisements. Le Pair, Crijns, and Hoeken 
(2000) reviewed 17 content-analytic studies that discuss a total of 145 
comparisons of characteristics of advertisements from different cultures. 
More than 60% of these comparisons were statistically significant. 
Therefore, both studies indicate that there are indeed differences between 
cultures in the design of advertisements.
The results of these studies show that document designers from dif­
ferent cultural backgrounds differ in their opinions on what makes a 
document effective.2 Sauer (1996), for instance, reports differences be­
tween English and U.S. documents designed to provide risk and safety 
information for mineworkers. Apparently, English document designers 
differed from their American colleagues in their ideas on the effectiveness 
of several rhetorical choices. However, it might be that the English docu­
mentation would have been equally or even more effective for the Ameri­
can mineworkers compared to the American documentation (or the 
other way around: the American documentation may prove to be most 
effective for both countries.) To test these possibilities, an experiment 
should be conducted in which the two documents are evaluated by mi- 
neworkers from both countries. In the next section, we show that con­
ducting such experiments and interpreting their results can be quite diffi­
cult.
Problems in conducting (cross- and intercultural) experiments
In this article, we discuss three problems in conducting experiments in 
which cultural difference is employed as an independent variable. These 
problems are derived from more general discussions of problems in con­
ducting research on intercultural issues (Brown and Sechrest, 1980; van 
de Vijver and Leung, 1997). To illustrate these problems, we discuss an 
experiment reported on by Zhang and Gelb (1996). Their study focused 
on the persuasiveness of different advertising appeals in different cul­
tures.
Zhang and Gelb (1996) created advertisements to promote a photo 
camera. In one version, the slogan read “Come and indulge in the joy 
of self-expression”, the other read “Share the moments of happiness with 
your family and friends”. The former appeal was expected to be more 
congruent with an individualistic culture such as the US; the latter ap­
peal was expected be more congruent with a collectivistic culture such 
as the People’s Republic of China (PRC). Zhang and Gelb created both 
an English and a Chinese version of each advertisement. They, there­
upon, had American students (from a university in the northeastern part 
of the United States) and Chinese students (from a university in southern 
China) read one version of the advertisement. Participants were asked 
to indicate what they thought of the product advertised and their opin­
ion on the advertisement itself.
Zhang and Gelb hypothesized that a congruent appeal would be more 
persuasive than an incongruent appeal. This indeed proved to be the 
case. The self-expression appeal was congruent and more persuasive for 
the (individualistic) US participants; the sharing with family and friends 
appeal was congruent and more persuasive for the (collectivistic) Chinese 
participants. Therefore, this study provides evidence to support the state­
ment of adapting an advertisement to appeal to the dominant values in 
a certain culture.
Experiments on cultural aspects o f  document design 289
290 Hans Hoeken and Hubert Korzilius
We use the study by Zhang and Gelb (1996) to illustrate the issues 
researchers encounter when conducting such experiments. The first issue 
deals with interpreting the interaction between nationality (Chinese or 
American) and the type of advertising appeal. The second issue concerns 
the translation of the English advertisements and questionnaires into 
Chinese. This may have resulted in (subtle) differences in meaning. Fi­
nally, cultural differences in applying the extremes on answering scales 
are important. That is, participants from some cultures are less inclined 
to tick extreme responses than participants from other cultures. This is 
called the “extremity of response problem ”. These three problems are 
discussed along with possible solutions. Zhang and Gelb (1996) are 
aware of these issues and enable us to show solutions to these prob­
lems.
The invalid inference problem
When designing an experiment, researchers want to be able to conclude 
that an observed difference on the dependent variable (in this case, per­
suasiveness) can only be caused by the variation on the independent 
variables (in this case, culture and appeal). Zhang and Gelb (1996) opera­
tionalized cultural background by nationality (American versus Chi­
nese), which leads us to our first issue. Nationality hosts a number of 
differences between American and Chinese participants other than the 
cultural differences in value hierarchies. The PRC and US differ, for 
example, with respect to their history, legal and political systems, and 
economic situation. Each of these factors provides a rival explanation 
for an effect observed on the dependent variable. For instance, advertis­
ing has only been allowed in the PRC since 1978. Therefore, Chinese 
advertisers as well as consumers have much less experience than Ameri­
can advertisers and consumers in producing and interpreting advertise­
ments. Such a difference in experience may have made the Chinese parti­
cipants more susceptible to certain appeals than the Americans. On the 
basis of the data reported by Zhang and Gelb, this explanation cannot 
be ruled out.3
Several researchers have suggested that this problem can be solved by 
finding correlates of the cultural differences at the individual level (see 
e. g., Singelis and Brown, 1995; Van de Vijver and Leung, 1997). Cultural 
differences are often described at group level (see e.g., Hofstede, 1984). 
These descriptions are based on the responses of individuals from that 
culture, but they are not, as Hofstede himself warns, an adequate de­
scription of each and every individual. For example, the fact that the US 
as a group scores relatively high on the masculinity dimension in the 
Hofstede study does not imply that each and every American scores high
on this dimension. American society has its ‘Ram bos’ as well as its 
‘Woody Allens’. Likewise, a description of the Chinese culture value hi­
erarchy should not be mistaken to be a description of the value hierarchy 
of each and every Chinese person. However, as a result of socialization 
processes, the value hierarchy of an individual Chinese citizen is more 
likely to correspond roughly to the Chinese culture’s hierarchy than the 
value hierarchy of an individual American citizen would.
Zhang and Gelb hypothesize that the Chinese participants are more 
susceptible to the sharing with friends and family appeal in their adver­
tisement because the value harmony takes a higher position in the Chi­
nese value hierarchy than in the American value hierarchy. Likewise, the 
American participants are more susceptible to appeals of self-expression 
as the value ‘individual freedom’ occupies a higher position in the Ameri­
can value hierarchy than in the Chinese. Information on the value hier­
archy of individual participants would have enabled us to test this hy­
pothesis more stringently. First, we could have checked whether the m a­
jority of the American participants indeed thought individual freedom 
more im portant than harmony, and whether the opposite could be said 
for the majority of Chinese participants. Second, we could have tested 
whether the ‘self-expression’ appeal was more convincing for people esti­
mating individual freedom higher than harmony, and whether the ‘shar­
ing with friends and relatives’ appeal was more convincing to people 
who value harmony more than individual freedom, regardless of their 
nationality. If these two tests were to be carried out, we could be more 
certain in our conclusion that cultural differences in value hierarchies 
lead to differences in persuasiveness of the two advertising appeals.
The logic behind this strategy of using individual correlates is as fol­
lows. Zhang and Gelb (1996) reason that the interaction between nation­
ality and appeal occurs because the majority of the American partici­
pants attach more importance to individual freedom than to harmony, 
and, therefore, are more susceptible to the self-expression appeal. How­
ever, undoubtedly a limited number of American participants estimate 
harmony higher than individual freedom. If Zhang and Gelb are right, 
these participants will be more susceptible to the sharing with friends 
and relatives appeal. These dissenting American participants affect the 
difference in persuasiveness of the two appeals. If all American partici­
pants had valued individual freedom more than harmony, the difference 
would have been larger. The same line of thought applies to the Chinese 
participants. Although the majority attaches more importance to har­
mony than to individual freedom and, therefore, will yield more readily 
to the sharing with friends and relatives appeal than to the self-expres­
sion appeal, dissenters will hold the opposite view.
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Should the interaction between nationality and appeal be the result of 
differing value hierarchies, then a comparison between the responses 
given by participants appraising ‘individual value’ over ‘harm ony’ and 
the responses of participants preferring ‘harm ony’ over ‘individual value’ 
would lead to a larger interaction effect, regardless of their nationality. 
In statistical terms: the amount of explained variance should increase. A 
smaller interaction effect indicates that the interaction between national­
ity and appeal is not caused by the difference in value hierarchy but by 
one of the other differences between American and Chinese participants.
Figures 1a through 1c provide (fictitious) graphic representations of 
this argument. Figure 1a represents the interaction between nationality 
(PRC, US) and appeal (friends and relatives, self-expression). It shows 
that the Chinese participants yield more to the sharing with friends and 
relatives appeal whereas the American participants yield more to the 
self-expression appeal.
o&
tu
* + Jttf
eg
tuC
■PRC 
—  US
express
yourself
friends and 
relatives
Figure 1a. The attitude toward the brand as a function o f  nationality (P R C  (People’s 
Republic o f  China), US), and appeal (express yourself, friends and relatives) (1 = very 
negative, 7 = very positive).
When the participants are grouped on their value hierarchy instead of 
on nationality, two results are possible. If a difference in value hierarchy 
leads to a difference in persuasiveness of the two appeals, the interaction 
between value hierarchy (harmony more im portant than personal free­
dom, personal freedom more im portant than harmony) and appeal 
(sharing with friends and relatives, self-expression) should become 
stronger. Figure 1b represents this scenario.
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express friends and
yourself relatives
Figure 1b. The attitude toward the brand as a function ofpersonal value hierarchy ( ‘per­
sonal freedom > harmony’, ‘harmony > personal freedom ’) and appeal (express your­
self, friends and relatives) i f  the difference in value hierarchy is the cause o f  the difference 
in response between the American and Chinese participants (1 = very negative, 7 = 
very positive).
However, if the original interaction between nationality and appeal is 
caused by one of the other factors that co-vary with nationality (e.g., 
experience with commercial advertising), the interaction between value 
hierarchy and appeal may become weaker (see Figure 1c). As a result of 
grouping by value hierarchy, the group which values harmony more than 
personal freedom contains American participants who have abundant 
experience with commercial advertising; likewise, the group that values 
personal freedom more contains Chinese participants who have little 
experience with commercial advertising. These dissenters more or less 
pollute the effect of experience with commercial advertising, thereby re­
ducing the interaction between appeal and value hierarchy.
The following procedure can be applied to test statistically whether 
the interaction between nationality and appeal is caused by the difference 
in value hierarchies or by another factor. Using multiple regression, two 
interaction terms can be defined: Appeal x Nationality and Appeal x 
Value hierarchy. These two interaction terms can be entered into the 
analysis. If the difference in Value hierarchy is indeed the explanatory 
factor, the interaction between Appeal x Value hierarchy is significant 
whereas the Appeal x Nationality interaction is non-significant. If the 
Appeal x Nationality interaction is significant while the Appeal x Value 
hierarchy is non-significant, this interaction must be caused by another 
factor than the hypothesized cultural difference. A clear illustration of
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Figure 1c. The attitude toward the brand as a function ofpersonal value hierarchy ( ‘per­
sonal freedom > harmony’, ‘harmony > personal freedom ’) and appeal (express your­
self, friends and relatives) i f  the difference in value hierarchy is N O T  the cause o f  the 
difference in response between the American and Chinese participants (1 = very negative, 
7 = very positive).
this strategy is the study conducted by Wang, Bristol, Mowen and Chak- 
raborty (2000).
In summary, the problem in using nationality as the operationalization 
of cultural differences is that nations differ from  each other on a number 
of dimensions. Each of these differences may be responsible for any dif­
ference obtained. A  solution to this problem is to measure an individual 
characteristic of the participants that is related to the cultural difference 
at the group level. To researchers interested in the difference in value 
hierarchies, the value list developed by Schwartz (1992) may prove use­
ful. This value list has been developed and used extensively in many 
countries and languages. The individual scores on the value list can be 
used to divide participants into two groups; one that regards one value 
as more im portant than the other (regardless of nationality) and another 
group for which the opposite is true. If the cultural difference is indeed 
responsible for the difference obtained, then a grouping based on the 
scores on this individual characteristic yields larger differences than a 
grouping based on nationality. This solution presupposes the existence 
of a measurement instrument that is equivalent in the different cultural 
groups. In the next section on the second problem in conducting these 
experiments, we argue that constructing equivalent documents and m ea­
surement instruments is easier said than done.
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The problem of document and measurement instrument equivalence
In cross-cultural experiments on document design, different versions of 
a document and the items for the questionnaire are usually developed in 
one language, and then translated into the other language included in 
the experiment. The assumption is that the document carries the same 
meaning in both languages. This assumption is often not warranted.
Constructing equivalent documents may prove difficult for several 
reasons. Certain concepts are culture-specific and lack an equivalent in 
another culture. For instance, the Dutch concept of ‘gezelligheid’, which 
constitutes a blend of togetherness and enjoyment, is difficult to translate 
in another language. Providing an equivalent translation may be diffi­
cult, especially when culture-related concepts are at stake. Most re­
searchers are aware of this issue, but they may not be aware of the fact 
that the illustrations used in documents may lend themselves to different 
interpretations as well. Messaris (1997, p. 109) provides an excellent ex­
ample of this phenomenon. He reports on a study in which US and 
Chinese participants were asked for their interpretation of a Fisher-Price 
ad in which a man in jeans explains a toy to a little boy. The U.S. partici­
pants thought this man to be a member of the upper-middle class (e. g., 
“He is probably a yuppie, like the rest of us”), whereas the Chinese 
participants thought the man was working class. H alf of the participants 
explained their interpretation by referring to the fact that the m an was 
wearing jeans (which they considered to be only suitable as working 
clothes for a manual laborer). This example shows that even identical 
illustrations may carry different meanings for participants from dif­
ferent cultures.
Equivalence problems do not only arise in the context of documents, 
they can also arise in the development of measurement instruments (see 
Brislin, 1986, pp. 143-150, for advice on how to word items). In studies 
in which participants evaluate the quality of a document, responses are 
often collected using semantic differentials and Likert-items. The conno­
tations of words used in these items may differ between cultures. Even 
when different cultures appear to share the same language, differences 
in connotations may occur. Although Dutch is spoken in both the Nether­
lands and Flanders, for instance, problems in meaning equivalence may 
arise (see Scott, 2000, for a discussion of similar problems in American 
and British vocabulary).
For instance, when one is interested in the effects of a corporate image 
advertising campaign in Flanders and the Netherlands, one may ask 
participants to indicate to what extent they regard the company as 
‘voortvarend’ (=  energetic). If the campaign is successful, the responses 
given in the Netherlands may vary strongly from the responses given in
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Flanders. The Dutch participants may indicate that they agree with this 
statement, whereas the Flemish participants may indicate that they dis­
agree with it. This difference is not the result of a cultural difference in 
response to the campaign, but rather a result of a difference in connota­
tion. In the Netherlands ‘voortvarend’ carries the meaning of ‘acting 
boldly’, which has a positive connotation, in contrast to Flanders, where 
‘voortvarend’ carries the meaning of ‘acting hurriedly’. When such prob­
lems in measurement equivalence arise even when two cultures share the 
same lexicon, this type of problem may be even worse when items have 
to be translated.
How can equivalence problems be detected? Zhang and Gelb (1996) 
used the “translation-back translation” method recommended by Brislin 
(1980) to construct equivalent documents. Specifically, the English ver­
sion was translated into Chinese by one translator. Another translator 
translated the Chinese version into English. This procedure yielded two 
English versions of the same ad. The more these two versions carry the 
same meaning, the more certain one can be that the Chinese version also 
carries the same meaning. When the two English versions differ from 
each other in im portant respects, this may be an indication that the 
Chinese version is not equivalent. However, other explanations may also 
be possible. The difference between the two English versions may be the 
result of a flawed translation from the original English version into Chi­
nese (resulting in two non-equivalent versions), or it may be the result 
of a flawed back translation from the Chinese version into English. Dis­
cussion between the translators could help in order to determine the 
source of the confusion. The ‘translation -  back translation’ method 
can also be employed to develop approximately equivalent measurement 
instruments.
Another method is suggested by Erkut, Alarcon, Coll, Tropp and 
Vazquez (1999). Instead of a translation-driven approach, they recom­
mend using a concept-driven approach. In this approach, native speakers 
of the different languages independently develop an instrument to m ea­
sure the same concepts. After the instrument is developed in two lan­
guages, the resulting items are compared, and the items are rephrased to 
be as similar as possible with respect to factors such as grammatical form.
Once the study has been conducted, statistical methods can be used 
to test whether the measurement instruments have been equivalent. Es­
pecially when several items are used to measure a concept, the corre­
lations between these items can indicate whether the measurement in­
strument was equivalent in both cultures. To illustrate this option, let us 
suppose that we have conducted a study on the effectiveness of a corpo­
rate image campaign in the Netherlands and Flanders in which we mea­
sured the dynamic nature of the company on three items: I find the 
company ‘daadkrachtig’ (i. e., decisive), I find the company ‘actief’ (i. e.,
active), and I find the company ‘voortvarend’ (i. e., ‘bold’ in The Nether­
lands, ‘rash’ in Flanders).
These three qualifications all carry positive connotations in the Nether­
lands, but in Flanders ‘voortvarend’ carries a negative connotation. 
When comparing the correlations between the scores on the items for 
the Dutch and the Flemish participants separately, the following picture 
would arise (Figure 2).
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Dutch participants Flemish participants
Qualifications
(d ) = dynamisch (English: dynamic) 
(v )  = voortvarend (energetic)
(T) = actief (active)
negative correlation 
positive correlation
Figure 2. Different correlations between identically worded items because Dutch and 
Flemish participants have different connotations (Dutch: voortvarend = bold; Flemish: 
voortvarend = rash).
+
A positive response to the ‘daadkrachtig’-item would in general be fol­
lowed by a positive response to the ‘voortvarend’-item for the Dutch 
participants, but by a negative response to the ‘voortvarend’-item for 
the Flemish participants. That is, for the Dutch participants a positive 
correlation between the responses on the two items would be obtained 
whereas for the Flemish participants a negative correlation between the 
items would arise. Therefore, the internal-consistency of the measure­
ment instrument would be higher for the Dutch participants than for the 
Flemish participants. Computing Cronbach’s alpha is usually recom­
mended to establish the internal-consistency reliability of a measurement 
instrument consisting of several items. This coefficient takes the corre-
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lations between the items into account, and, as a result, Cronbach’s al­
pha for the Dutch version of the measurement instrument differs from 
that for the Flemish version of the measurement instrument. A difference 
in the reliability of the measurement instrument is, therefore, a signal 
that the instruments are not equivalent (see Van de Vijver and Leung, 
1997, for a review of relevant statistical techniques). However, even if 
one is successful in constructing equivalent measurement instruments, 
cultural differences in the use of these instruments may yield a problem.
Extremity of response problem
In a typical experiment, participants are required to respond on a five- 
or seven-point scale. For instance, their intention to buy the advertised 
product is measured by asking the respondents to indicate the extent to 
which they agree with the statement “I would definitely buy this pro­
duct” on a scale ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”.
Several problems related to cultural differences may arise when using 
this method. For instance, participants from different cultures may be 
more or less experienced in filling out such questionnaires, which may 
influence their responses. Furthermore, when numbers are used, as is 
often the case, participants with different cultural backgrounds may have 
different associations with these numbers. For instance, in the Dutch 
educational system, grades range from 1 (lowest grade) to 10 (highest 
grade). In the German educational system grades 1 to 6 are used but in 
Germany low numbers indicate high grades. This difference between the 
two countries may be reflected in response behavior. A partial solution 
to this problem is not to label scale points with numbers, but to provide 
only verbal labels (Krosnick and Fabrigar, 1997).
A critical issue is constituted by cultural differences in response style. 
Respondents from certain cultures are more likely to use the extremes 
on an answering scale (that is, ticking ‘strongly disagree’ or ‘strongly 
agree’), than respondents from other cultures, who appear to avoid these 
extremes. De Mooij (1998, p. 132) reports that when 5% of Japanese 
respondents indicate that they will definitely buy the product, the pro­
duct will be a huge success. On the other hand, when 55 % of Italian 
respondents state that they will definitely buy the product, it will fail. 
These results indicate that Japanese respondents are less likely to use the 
ends of the scale than the Italians do.
Zhang and Gelb (1996) compared the responses of Chinese and Ameri­
can participants. They were aware that Chinese participants are less 
likely to use the end points of the scale than U.S. participants (Chun, 
Campbell and Yoo, 1974). This difference in response style may lead to 
faulty conclusions. Figure 3a represents the interaction between nation­
ality and appeal.
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Figure 3a. The interaction between nationality (People’s Republic China, PRC, versus 
US), and appeal (express yourself versus friends and relatives) fo r  the attitude toward 
the brand suggesting a stronger appeal effect fo r  the American participants (1 = very 
negative, 7 = very positive).
This (fictitious) figure suggests that the difference in persuasiveness be­
tween the sharing with friends and relatives appeal and the self-expres­
sion appeal is much larger for the American participants than for the 
Chinese participants. This may indeed be the case, but this pattern of 
results may also be caused by the difference in response style. Whereas 
the American participants may have freely used the extremes of the scale, 
resulting in means of 6.00 and 2.00, the Chinese participants may have re­
frained from using the extremes, resulting in means of 3.00 and 5.00. To 
test whether the difference in effect is a real or an artificial effect as a result 
of response style differences, one must compare the analysis of the raw 
data with the analysis of the standardized data (cf. Van de Vijver and 
Leung, 1997).
The logic of this operation is as follows. I f  Chinese participants do 
not (frequently) use the end points of a seven-point scale, they will use 
only the numbers 2 through 6. The American participants on the other 
hand, will use the numbers 1 through 7 more freely. As a result, the 
standard deviation of the Chinese sample is lower than the standard 
deviation of the US sample. When using standardized scores for each 
country separately, this difference in standard deviation disappears (be­
cause all standardized scores have a standard deviation of 1). If  the 
standardized scores are analyzed in the same way as the raw scores, two 
outcomes are possible.
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Figure 3b. The interaction between nationality (People’s Republic China, PRC, versus 
US), and appeal (express yourself versus friends and relatives) fo r  the attitude toward 
the brand i f  the stronger appeal effect fo r  the American participants is caused by the 
differences in the use o f  extremes (units are standard scores, the deviation o f  a specific 
score from  the mean expressed in standard deviation units, ranging from  negative to 
positive attitudes toward the brand).
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Figure 3c. The interaction between nationality (People’s Republic China, PRC, versus 
US), and appeal (express yourself versus friends and relatives) fo r  the attitude toward 
the brand i f  the stronger appeal effect fo r  the American participants is N O T  caused by 
the differences in the use o f  extremes (units are standard scores, the deviation o f  a specific 
score from  the mean expressed in standard deviation units, ranging from  negative to 
positive attitudes toward the brand).
If the difference in effect is indeed caused by the Chinese participants 
refraining from using the scale’s extremes, this difference will disappear 
when standardized scores are used (see Figure 3b).
However, if the difference in effect is a genuine effect, showing that 
the effect of different appeals is indeed smaller for the Chinese partici­
pants than for the American participants, this difference in effect will 
reappear in the analysis of standardized scores (see Figure 3c).
Zhang and Gelb (1996) reported only standardized scores in their 
study.
Conclusion
M ost studies on cultural differences in document design use content 
analysis as their research m ethod. M any of these studies report signifi­
cant differences between design characteristics from different cultures. 
These differences show that designers from different cultures differ in 
respect to their intuitions about what makes a document convincing. 
However, these intuitions may be incorrect. To study whether people 
with a different background are susceptible to different design character­
istics, experiments should be conducted. Relatively few such studies have 
been conducted. This should not come as a surprise if one realizes the 
problems researchers are confronted with when conducting such experi­
ments.
We have discussed three m ajor problems in this area of research. We 
illustrated these problems using an experiment addressing the question 
whether appeals in advertisements should be adapted to the dominant 
values of a culture. However, the problems we have discussed are rele­
vant when conducting experiments using other types of documents as 
well. First, employing nationality to operationalize cultural differences 
leads to problems in the interpretation of any difference in response. 
Cultures differ from each other on a large number of dimensions. Each 
of these dimensions poses an alternative explanation for any difference 
in response between members from different cultures. The solution to 
this problem is to measure an individual characteristic that is related to 
the cultural difference. Scores at this level make it possible to test 
whether a difference in response is related to the cultural difference or 
whether it should be ascribed to one of the other differences between 
the cultures.
Second, constructing documents and measurement instruments that 
are equivalent in both cultures is difficult. The ‘translation-back transla­
tion’ method can be used to assess the degree to which the document 
and instruments are equivalent. Third, there are cultural differences in 
the employment of rating scales. Members of certain cultures are reluc-
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tant to use the ends of the scales, whereas members of other cultures do 
not feel inhibited to do so. Statistical techniques can be used to correct 
for differences in extreme response style. We have tried to show that 
studying inter- and cross-cultural aspects of document design is impor­
tant, challenging, and, although difficult, very much possible.
Notes
1. An exception has to be made for feedback provided by reader-focused document 
evaluations methods (Schriver, 1989). However, in recent reviews of the applicabil­
ity of such methods, no attention is paid to the potential of these methods to 
detect cultural differences in the comprehensibility and acceptability of documents 
(De Jong and Schellens, 2000, 2001).
2. It is good practice in advertising to have a sample of the target audience evaluate 
the advertisements before they are published. Therefore, one could argue that the 
advertisers’ intuitions are corroborated by the responses of the audience. In these 
type of tests, however, the audience is usually confronted with only one or a 
limited number of versions of the advertisement. Consequently, one does not 
know whether they would respond even more favorably to a radically different 
type of advertisement.
3. Using nationality only to operationalize cultural differences was very common 
during the period in which Zhang and Gelb conducted their experiment (Segall, 
Dasen, Berry and Poortinga, 1999: 217—218). We could have used other studies 
to illustrate this point, for instance, Han and Shavitt (1994).
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